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BOOK REVIEWS. 

Revaluations : Historical and Ideal. By A. "W. Benn. Lon- 
don: Watts & Co., 1909. Pp. xv, 320. 

Dr. Benn's volume consists entirely of reprinted essays, rang- 
ing in their original dates of publication from 1881 to 1908, on 
a variety of topics mostly ethical and religious, and written from 
a standpoint which the author describes as agnostic. To me 
Dr. Benn's point of view seems hardly to be distinguishable from 
that of a rather dogmatic positivism, and in view of the confident 
negations of the essay What Is Agnosticism? (pp. 281-312), I 
should say it ought at least to be called agnosticism of the left 
wing. At least one has always understood that agnosticism 
aimed at holding the balance fair on the ultimate issues of 
theism, immortality, and freedom, whereas Dr. Benn very 
definitely indicates that he regards denial on all these points as 
the only sound scientific attitude. He has, in fact, a very short 
and easy method with thinkers who venture to believe in God, 
the soul, and the life to come; they have only to be dubbed 
'apologists,' or with a dubious compliment, 'ingenious apolo- 
gists,' and their utterances are then allowed to be immediately 
discounted. Yet I confess I do not see why an opponent might 
not get rid of Dr. Benn as easily as he himself disposes of writers 
who are not to his taste. For what is Dr. Benn himself if not an 
'apologist,' and a very 'ingenious' one too, for what may be 
called, without prejudice, as a matter of classification in meta- 
physics, the atheistic interpretation of science ? 

To my own mind the most interesting of the papers are that 
on The Ethical Value of Greek Hellenism, which should serve 
as a useful corrective of the curious notion, popularized by 
Matthew Arnold, that high seriousness in matters of conduct is 
an exclusively Hebraic endowment, that on Nietzsche, an excel- 
lent exposure of the hopeless inconsistencies of the German 
writer's so-called 'Immoralism,' and that on Buckle, an interest- 
ing study of a really great writer whose merits have been unduly 
ignored by the votaries of Carlyle and the authors of the German 
'romantic' movement in philosophy. 
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Dr. Benn's great defect as an interpreter and critic is, I should 
say, that he is too much of a propagandist to display the whole- 
ness of view of the true historian. At his best he is always the 
clever partisan with a case to make out at all costs and an 
opponent always to be shown up. This comes out even in the 
otherwise excellent study of Hellenism as an ethical force. In 
a sense the whole thing is an ignoratio elenchi. What Dr. Benn 
vindicates triumphantly against Arnold is, after all, not the pop- 
ular Greek morality, but the ethics of the humanists and philoso- 
phers who were, in point of fact, in opposition to the popular 
traditions on very much the same ground as the Christians after 
them. It must be said also that Dr. Benh is too much beset by 
the partisan's desire to give pain to the other side to know when 
to hold his hand. He is constantly spoiling a good case by try- 
ing to do better than well. Thus his argument about the high 
value set on truth in the Hellenic world is injured by his offen- 
sive description of "whole masses" of the Old Testament as "de- 
liberate forgeries," and even more by his selection of the 
Deuteronomic "book of the law" as his example. All this 
language about forgery and fabrication is, to begin with, 
an anachronism when applied to the literature of an age in 
which the notion of a book as the work of an individual author 
has hardly grown up, just as it would be a anachronism to accuse 
an Homeric hero of piracy or felony on the high seas. More- 
over, in assuming that "Hilkiah the priest" who found the 
Deuteronomic "book of the law" was acting a part, and had 
really hidden what he found, Dr. Benn is going far beyond the 
limits of legitimate criticism. All that he is really entitled to 
assume is that the "original Deuteronomy" was first published in 
the eighteenth year of Josiah, and cannot have been written, at 
the outside, before the reign of Manasseh, and these assumptions 
are consistent with good faith on the part of everyone concerned 
in its production. There is nothing at all in the contrast which 
Dr. Benn tries to draw between the success of the Deuteronomic 
reformation and the expulsion of Onomacritus from Athens for 
inserting prophecies of his own among those of 'Musseus. ' The 
very currency of alleged works of 'Orpheus' and 'Musseus' shows 
that 'fabrication' was practiced in Hellas as well as in Judaea, 
and if Onomacritus was banished, while Hilkiah was not, that 
was merely, even on Dr. Benn's statement of the case, because 
Onomacritus was detected, as Herodotus says, "in the act," 
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whereas Josiah was convinced of the reality of the 'find' at 
Jerusalem. 

In general I note that Dr. Benn's biblical studies seem to have 
come to an end twenty or thirty years ago, and that many of his 
confident assertions would be repudiated by the best criticism of 
to-day. Thus he follows the Tubingen school in regarding it as 
established that only the 'we' sections of Acts are the authen- 
tic composition of a contemporary of St. Paul, and that we have 
no earlier authority for the life and work of Our Lord than the 
second Gospel. It would seem that he knows nothing of the 
work which has been done by Sir W. Ramsay and Harnack 
towards establishing the genuineness of the Acts and the third 
gospel as compositions of St. Paul's friend Luke, nor of the 
present wide acceptance of the view that the so-called Q (the 
common source of Matthew and Luke in so much of their narra- 
tive as is independent of Mark) goes back to a date possibly 
anterior to the crucifixion. If there is any truth whatever in 
these views, they absolutely dispose of the theory that every- 
thing which Matthew and Luke add to Mark may be discounted 
by the historian as the results of a long incubation of tradition. 
E. g., Dr. Benn will hear only of a single "word from the Cross," 
that recorded in Mark, and avails himself of the chance to utter 
the cheap gibe that "Jesus died with an exclamation of despair." 
But if the third Gospel.is really the work of a friend of St. Paul, 
there is no more sense in assuming that its additions to the story 
of the Passion must be purely legendary than there would be, 
e. g., in saying that no anecdote told of Dr. Johnson by Sir Wal- 
ter Scott can be authentic unless it is also to be found in Boswell. 

I am sorry that Dr. Benn's sense of decency should not have 
kept him from talking about Butler's "lingering regard for 
truth," and that he should have gone out of his way to insinuate 
a charge of plagiarism against a distinguished contemporary on 
no better ground than that the writer in question has apparently 
adopted from Dr. Benn an English rendering of one famous sen- 
tence of Pascal. To base such charges on such trivial grounds 
seems to me pitifully small-minded. This kind of recrimination 
has long been a scandal and a curse in German philosophical and 
scientific literature ; I am distressed that an author of Dr. Benn 's 
standing should help to import it into this country. 

A. E. Taylor. 

St. Andrews. 



